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ROME IN THE FIFTH AND EARLY FOURTH
CENTURY b. c.
T
HE expulsion of the Etruscan dynasty, which our tradi-
tion refers to the very end of the sixth century, did not,
as I have said already, produce any radical changes in
the constitution of the city. Rome was still a strong, mainly
military, power, with an aristocracy ruling over a population
which was chiefly agricultural. Etruscan domination had done
her service: she had become larger, stronger, and more civilized,
and her life grew more varied. The city of Rome, the centre
of the state, had gained great commercial importance. Hence
there were greater changes in social and economic relations
than in the constitution. The one important constitutional
change was this—that the victorious aristocracy, instead of
choosing a new king, put in his place two elected leaders—
praetors or consuls—each of whom was elected to hold office
for one year and exercised complete authority over civil,
military, and religious affairs. Further, in case of necessity,
the kingly power might be temporarily renewed in the person
of a dictator, whose term of office, however, was limited to
six months. In like manner the Senate and popular assembly
acquired greater importance. The assembly, which used to
meet merely to register the king's edicts, now voted ' Aye'
or ' No * to questions submitted to them by the consuls:
Should there be war or peace ? should one of the fully quali-
fied citizens be punished with death ? should any new citizens
be admitted ? should the persons recommended by the annual
magistrates as their successors be accepted or rejected?
In social life the chief novelty was the growth of the plebs
or class of plebeians. The term is purely political; but the
political importance of the plebs was certainly a consequence
of gradual changes in social and economic conditions. Plebs
means ' multitude' ; and the term denotes the multitude of
citizens who did not belong to the group of patrician families
—citizens, in fact, of Rome, but citizens of an inferior kind.

